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Abstract 
For many second language learners, learning the target language is supposed to be identical with the mastery of the 
grammar of that language. When we say “the mastery of the grammar”, we refer to the mastery of rules which 
revolve around the structure of the language. The problem arises at that point, actually. In this paper, this problem is 
going to be dwelled upon analysing a language item. As a matter of fact, this language item can be regarded as a 
symbol of the problem mentioned above. This language item is “if clauses”.  
“If clauses” are not so easy to cope with since they require a mastery of some structure accompanied with an 
appropriate situation. The problem arises here, because a clear-cut distinction between the types and usage are not 
always possible. We ought not to forget that grammar is not the fundamental of the target language, which consists 
of the finely tuned structural prescriptions only. 
Language is meaningful as long as it is contextualized. We cannot take over the use of language if it is presented in 
isolated exercises having a meaningful context. Comprehensive exercises are essential to teach “if clauses”.  
In  conclusion,  in  this  paper  I  intend  to  suggest  a  semantic  classification  of  “if  clauses”  so  as  to  avoid  
overgeneralization which is a result of the classification of “if clauses” structurally. Making this suggestion, I would 
like to support it with examples from the works of literature as well. If the classification of the language item in 
question is made semantically, the comprehension of the subject “if clauses” will be much better. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction 
For many second language learners, learning the related language is supposed to be identical with the mastery of 
the grammar of that language. This means the mastery of rules which revolve around the structure of the language. 
However, language cannot be restricted to a set of rules focusing on grammar. Instead of being prescriptive, 
grammar must be “explanatory” as Michael Lewis suggested (1994: 135). 
 “If conditionals” is a subject which has been dealt with in a highly prescriptive way so as to be categorised 
easily. This categorisation is based upon the form rather than the meaning and function. In such a finely-tuned 
classification, usage is underestimated, which leads to confusion in the minds of the learners. As a matter of fact, 
this confusion arises especially when the learner comes across a sentence including a structure out of the typical 
category. In fact, in the classification of “if conditionals”, meaning must be underlined due to the fact that 
interpretation of the sentences with “if conditionals” fails.  
In order to avoid such a failure aforementioned, I would like to focus on “if conditionals” in terms of semantic 
dependency rather than form and structure so as to clarify the meaning and use of “if conditionals”. Semantic 
dependence is related to the relationship between the main clause and “if clause” in a sentence. Hence, both parts are 
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dependent on each other semantically. Accordingly, the interpretation of the sentence reflects this semantic 
relationship. When semantic dependence is thought to be the main point in the classification of “if conditionals”, the 
learner is expected to concentrate on meaning with a view to comprehending the language item in question. 
In this study, two features have been regarded as essential to the classification of “if conditionals”. These features 
are dependence and independence.  
Here are the categories of “if conditionals”, which have been the result of a point of view focusing on meaning 
rather than form: 
1. Reality Dependent 
2. Deduction Dependent 
3. Contrast Dependent 
4. Possibility Dependent 
5. Precaution Dependent 
6. Supposition Dependent 
7. Counterconditional Past + Counterconditional Present 
8. Emphatic Conditionals  
9. Conditionally Independent If Clauses 
The categories which have been illustrated are going to be dealt with by means of examples and brief 
explanations. 
1. REALITY DEPENDENT 
This type of “if conditionals” focuses on the real events and situations. The relationship between the main clause 
and “if clause” of the sentence displays a kind of dependence which is based on reality. The events, situations or 
actions which may be subject to “if conditionals” are general truths or habitual actions. The participants are 
interested in the facts. 
Under the title of “Reality Dependency” are two subtitles which have resulted from the content of the sentence. 
Therefore, it may be suitable to suggest subcategories. 
1.1. Naturally Dependent 
This type of “if conditionals” deals with the scientific facts or general truths which are widely-known. This 
feature of such a sentence is considered to be a natural feature beyond doubt. 
1) If you heat ice, it melts. 
2) If you add 2 and 3, you get 5. 
The sentence in (1) illustrates a scientific fact which has been known. This is real that when you heat ice, it melts. 
The second example again illustrates a mathematical truth which is widely-known. This is a natural fact which can 
be tested or checked.  
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1.2. Habitually Dependent 
This type of “if conditionals” are used so as to express the conditions as result of the people’s habits in the past or 
at present. These are not related to the natural facts which are regarded as widely-known; nonetheless, they are the 
mere reflections of the habitual actions or situations. 
2) If she remembered going to the prom, her eyes watered. 
3) If Joe did not study before the exam, he felt restless. 
4) If I visit my grandmother, she gets happy. 
(2)  and  (3)  are  the  examples  which  display  the  specific  events  or  actions  in  the  past.  The  example  in  (4),  for  
instance, is related to the person’s remembering her prom night and her eyes’ being watered, as a result. Hence, her 
eyes’ watering is a result of remembering the prom. Therefore, it is possible to see the dependence of the main 
clause on the “if clause”.  
2. DEDUCTION DEPENDENT 
This type of “if conditionals” is related to the assumptions or deductions which the interlocutors make. There is 
dependency relationship between the main clause and “if clause”. According to the “if clause” part, a deduction 
occurs. 
5) If Caroline participated in this project, she will complete it successfully. 
6) If David explained the situation in this way last week, he was not telling the truth. 
7) If your sister came yesterday, she will probably stay here till next Thursday. 
The sentences above can easily be distinguished with their tense combinations from the examples that have been 
introduced so far. These examples discuss the deductions which are factual. However, there is not a fixed formula so 
as to present the tense systems. “Deduction Dependent If Conditionals” have nothing to do with unreality. They are 
based upon deductions which are the results of an interdependency relationship in real statements 
3. CONTRAST DEPENDENT 
This use of “if conditionals” is based upon the expression of contrast which can be conveyed via the use of “if 
conditionals” in the sentence. The relation is due to the meaning of contrast in the sentence. In this use of “if 
conditionals”, “if conditional” part ought to be interpreted with the meaning of “although” or “even if/though”. 
 8) If she left without saying anything, she didn’t want to hurt you. 
 9) If Joe is trying hard, he doesn’t seem to be promoted to a higher position. 
The example sentences illustrate the relationship which is the result of contrast between the statement in the main 
clause and the statement in “if clause”. For instance, (8) states that she left without saying anything, but she didn’t 
want to hurt you by doing so. Her leaving without saying anything and her not wanting to hurt the person’s feeling 
are at two extremes which cannot be regarded as parallel statements. Similarly, the sentence (9) presents a 
dependency which is based on contrast of two statements. 
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4. POSSIBILITY DEPENDENT 
This type of “if conditionals” serves to express the future possibilities. The participants use “possibility 
dependent if conditionals” so as to explain the result which is expressed in the main clause according to the possible 
event or situation that is given in “if conditional” part. The realisation of the event in the main clause is dependent 
on the occurrence of the possibility presented in the “if conditional” part. 
 10) If you punish me, I will be cross with you. 
 11) Carla will finish her composition if I help her. 
 12) If you will coach me before the exam, I will understand the subject better. 
5. PRECAUTION DEPENDENT 
In this type of “if conditionals”, the relation between the main clause and the “if clause” is based upon cause and 
effect. Nonetheless, the order in which the cause and effect of an event or a situation is given is different. The effect 
part is the one which is introduced by the “if clause” whereas the main clause serves to present the cause part. The 
order of the sentences is essential to the use of this type appropriately; however, the semantic relationship is the 
main point which the learner ought to focus on like the other four types introduced so far. 
 13) If you will be pleased, I’m going to stay with you. 
 14) I won’t visit my grandfather if he will be away for the weekend. 
 15) If Martin won’t escape, let’s release him. 
The use of “will” in the main clause and the “if clause” is given as an erroneous thing to be corrected according 
to the formulaic patterns which are introduced to be memorised. Nevertheless, the meaning is essential to the 
comprehension of “precaution dependent if clauses”. The use of “will” reflects the meaning of a precaution which is 
related to future. Hence, when the semantic relation between the main clause and the “if clause” is focused on, the 
meaning becomes clear. 
6. SUPPOSITION DEPENDENT 
This dependence which is the result of the semantic relation between the main clause and the “if clause” is related 
to supposition, not facts. Therefore, this dependence illustrates the suppositional use of the language item in 
question. The main point to be focused on “suppositional dependent if conditionals” is that the sentences reflect 
something which is not real. The learner ought to concentrate on the meaning rather than form. Thus, the formulaic 
patterns are not going to be introduced in the interpretation of the sentences. 
The  term  “supposition”  has  been  used  so  as  to  introduce  the  meaning  of  the  “if  clause”  which  is  going  to  be  
presented. Since supposition signifies guessing or something which is not based on facts, this term has been chosen 
as an umbrella term. “Suppositional dependent if conditionals” can be divided into two categories; “speculative” and 
“counterconditional”. 
6.1.Speculative 
“Speculative if conditionals” are used to express unreal events or statements related to present or future 
time.  
16) If I had the teacher’s address, I would give it to you. 
17) Brad could finish his homework if you helped him. 
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6.2.Counterconditional 
This type of “if conditional” is the second subcategory of “suppositional dependent if conditionals”. 
“Counterconditionals” are used in order to express the unreal events in the past and at present. Unreal 
events in the past are related to the events which have not been realised, so the “if clause” is used to 
express an event or a statement which counters with the actual one in the past.  
 18) If I had read the book, I could have informed you about its plot. 
 19) If Martin had invited me to the party, I would not have cried. 
7. COUNTERCONDITIONAL PAST + COUNTERCONDITIONAL PRESENT 
In this type of “if conditionals”, we combine “counterconditional past” with “counterconditional present if 
conditional” as it is clear from the title. They are combined here to express the statements or events which counter 
with  the  facts  at  present  owing to  the  statements  that  counter  with  the  reality  in  the  past.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  the  
main clause part serves to be the consequence of the “if conditional”. We can interpret this situation as something 
happened or did not happen in the past and the consequence of this statement has its consequences at present. 
20) If I had failed in the exam, I would not be on holiday now. 
21) If Brad had not stolen the money, he would not be in prison. 
8. EMPHATIC CONDITIONALS 
This type of “if conditionals” emphasise a statement or an event strongly. The term “emphatic” in the title is 
suggested in order to how the meaning of the “if conditional” in the sentence. In fact, this type of “if conditional” 
can be considered as stylistic as it is used to illustrate a certain effect related to the statement or the event. 
22) If you are the manager of the company, I am the emperor. 
23) If Carla is twenty-five, I am her grandmother. 
9. CONDITIONALLY INDEPENDENT IF CONDITIONALS 
The term “independent” is used due to the fact that the main clause and the “if clause” are not dependent on each 
other. This type of “if conditional” serves to establish rapport in an appropriate way or to introduce a statement. The 
main clause and “if conditional” are independent from each other, so we cannot establish a link between them. They 
express their own meaning independent from each other. 
24) If you want to learn my true feelings, I do not love her. 
25) I am extremely sorry if I am interrupting you. 
In conclusion, the nine categories of “if conditional” are based on the semantic aspect of the language item in 
question. Focusing on meaning enables the learner to interpret “if conditionals” in a more appropriate way. In 
addition to this, dealing with “if conditionals” semantically brings about flexibility, which plays an important role in 
apprehension and the use of them. The term “if conditionals” is something beyond “types”.  For that reason, they 
must be categorised semantically in ESL classes in order to establish accurate usage in learners. 
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